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Race-Specific Policies and the Truly
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William Julius Wilson*
On the thirtieth anniversary of the 1954 Supreme Court decision
against racial separation and the twentieth anniversary of the 1964 Civil
Rights Act, a troubling dilemma confronts proponents of racial equality
and social justice. The dilemma is that while the socioeconomic status
of the most disadvantaged members of the minority population has de-
teriorated rapidly since 1965 and especially since 1970, that of ad-
vantaged members has steadily improved. This is perhaps most clearly
seen in the changes that have occurred within the American black popu-
latiou, in recent years.
In several areas, blacks have not only improved their social and eco-
nomic positions in recent years, but have made those improvements at a
faster rate than the reported progress of comparable whites. The most
notable gains have occurred in professional employment, income of
married couple families, higher education, and home ownership. The
number of blacks in professional, technical, managerial and administra-
tive positions increased by 57 percent (from 974,000 to 1,533,000) from
1973 to 1982, while the number of whites in such positions increased by
only 36 percent.' The median annual income for black married couple
families in 1982 was $20,586, compared to $26,443 for white married
couple families. The gap was even narrower in households where both
husband and wife were employed; this was especially true for couples
between the ages of 24 and 35 where the difference in annual income
between blacks and whites was less than $3,000. And the fraction of
black families earning $25,000 or more (in 1982 dollars) increased from
10.4 percent in 1960 to 24.5 percent in 1982.2 Meanwhile, the number
of blacks enrolled full-time in American colleges and universities nearly
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doubled between 1970 and 1980, going from 522,000 to over one mil-
lion. 3 Blacks recorded a 47 percent increase in home ownership during
the 1970s (from 2.57 million to 3.78 million), compared to a 30 percent
increase for whites.4
But for millions of other blacks, most of them concentrated in the
ghettoes of American cities, the past three decades have been a time of
regression, not progress. These low-income families and individuals are,
in several important respects, more socially and economically isolated
than before the great civil rights victories, particularly in terms of high
unemployment and the related problems of family instability and wel-
fare dependency. The employment rate, for example, among the heads
of black families below the poverty level decreased from almost 41 per-
cent in 1970 to 29 percent in 1981 (see table one). By contrast, the pro-
portion of poor white householders who were employed remained at 44
percent. The sharp rise in joblessness among poor black householders
has been accompanied by a significant growth in the number of poor
female-headed households. In 1970, 56 percent of all poor black house-
holders were female. The figure grew to 74 percent in 1978, dipped to
70 percent in 1981, and rose to 71 percent by 1982. The corresponding
figures for white householders were 30 percent in 1970, 39 percent in
1978 and 1981 and 35 percent in 1982. 5 This rise in the number of poor
black families headed by women is inextricably related not only to pov-
erty, but also to increasing dependency. By 1977, more black families
than non-Hispanic white families received Aid to Families with Depen-
dent Children, despite the far greater white population.
6
Table I - Percentage of Householders of Families Below the Poverty Level
Who Were Employed
Race of Householder 1981 1980 1979 1975 1970
White 44.5 43.8 41.5 42.4 44.1
Black 29.1 28.7 28.8 31.3 40.8
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Series P-60, No. 138,
Charactentics of the Population Below the Poverty Level" 1981, U.S. Government
Printing Office, Washington, D.C., 1983.
3. Id. at 75.
4. BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, STATISTICAL ABSTRACT OF THE
UNITED STATES 752 (103d ed. 1982-83).
5. BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, PUB. No. 140, MONEY INCOME
AND POVERTY STATUS OF FAMILIES AND PERSONS IN THE UNITED STATES: 1982 (Advance
Data from the March 1983 Current Population Survey) 22 (1982).
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Table 2 - Share of Aggregate Income by Each Fifth of Families by Race
Percent Distribution of Aggregate Income
Selected Family Positions 1966 1976 1981
Black and Other Races
Lowest-Fifth 4.9 4.4 4.0
Second-Fifth 10.9 9.6 9.4
Middle-Fifth 16.9 15.9 16.0
Fourth-Fifth 25.0 25.2 25.5
Highest-Fifth 42.3 44.9 45.1
Top 5 Percent 14.6 16.1 16.0
Index of Income
Concentration .377 .411 .418
White
Lowest-Fifth 5.6 5.8 5.4
Second-Fifth 12.6 12.1 11.7
Middle-Fifth 17.8 17.7 19.5
Fourth-Fifth 23.7 23.9 24.2
Highest-Fifth 40.3 40.6 41.2
Top 5 Percent 15.4 15.4 15.1
Index of Income
Concentration .346 .349 .359
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Series P-60, No. 137,
Mone Income of Householders, Families, and Persons in the United States- 1981, U.S.
Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C., 1983.
This increased poverty and dependency among blacks is associated
with a growing economic schism between lower-income and higher-in-
come black families. As shown in table two, the percentage of total
black family income attributable to the lowest two-fifths of black fami-
lies declined from 15.8 percent in 1966 to 13.4 percent by 1981; the up-
per two-fifths of black families contributed 67.3 percent of the total in
1966, but 70.6 percent in 1981. The lowest two-fifths of white families,
on the other hand, contributed 18.2 percent to the total white family
income in 1966, and 17.1 percent in 1981; the upper two-fifths of white
families contributed 64.0 percent in 1966, and 65.4 percent in 1981.
The index of income concentration (a statistical measure of income ine-
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quality ranging from 0, which indicates perfect equality, to 1, which
indicates perfect inequality), indicates that income inequality is greater
and has increased at a faster rate among black families than among
white families from 1966 to 1981.
The fundamental question, therefore, is why the socioeconomic condi-
tion of low-income blacks was much worse in terms of several key in-
dicators by the beginning of the 1980s than before the great civil rights
victories of the 1960s.
As I have argued elsewhere, the factors associated with the growing
woes of low-income blacks are exceedingly complex and go beyond the
narrow issue of contemporary discrimination.7 Indeed, it would not be
unreasonable to contend that the race-specific policies emanating from
the civil rights revolution, although beneficial to the more advantaged
blacks (i.e., those with higher income, greater education and training,
and more prestigious occupations), do little for those who are truly dis-
advantaged,8 such as the ghetto underclass. By the ghetto underclass I
mean that heterogeneous grouping of inner-city families and individuals
who are outside the mainstream of the American educational system-
including those who lack training and skills and either experience long-
term unemployment or have dropped out of the labor force altogether,
and those who are more or less permanent recipients of public assist-
ance. The Harvard black economist Glenn Loury has argued in this
connection that:
It is clear from extensive empirical research on the effect of affirmative
action standards for federal contractors, that the positive impact on blacks
which this program has had accrues mainly to those in the higher occupa-
tions. If one examines the figures on relative earnings of young black and
white men by educational class, by far the greater progress has been made
among those blacks with the most education. If one looks at relative earn-
ings of black and white workers by occupation going back to 1950, one
finds that the most dramatic earning gains for blacks have taken place in
the professional, technical, and managerial occupations, while the least sig-
nificant gains have come in the lowest occupations, like laborer and service
worker. Thus a broad array of evidence suggests, at least to this observer,
that better placed blacks have simply been able to take more advantage of
the opportunities created in the last twenty years than have those mired in
the underclass. 9
7. See Wilson, Inner Ciy Dislocations, Soc'y, Nov.-Dec. 1983, 80; Wilson, The Black Under-
class, WILSON Q., Spring 1984, 88.
8. See Wilson, Inner City Dislocatdrns, id., Wilson, The Black Underclass, id., for a discussion of
these broader societal changes.
9. Glenn C. Loury, On the Need for Moral Leadership In the Black Community 13-14
275
Yale Law & Policy Review
The crucial point is not that the deteriorating plight of the ghetto
underclass is associated with the greater success enjoyed by advantaged
blacks as a result of race-specific programs, but rather that these pro-
grams are mistakenly presumed to be the most appropriate solution to
the problems of all blacks regardless of economic class. In the following
sections this argument is explored in some detail, beginning with a criti-
cal discussion of the basic assumptions associated with two liberal prin-
ciples that underlie recent, but entirely different, policy approaches to
problems of race-namely, equality of individual opportunity, which
stresses the rights of minority individuals, and equality of group oppor-
tunity, which embodies the idea of preferential treatment for minority
groups.
I. Egalitarian Princ'ples of Race and Disadvantaged Members of Minorty
Groups
The goals of the civil rights movement have changed considerably
over the last 15 to 20 years. This change has been reflected in the shift
in emphasis from the rights of minority individuals to the preferential
treatment of minority groups. The implementation of the principle of
equality of group rights results in the formal recognition of racial and
ethnic groups by the state, as well as economic, educational and political
rewards based on distributive formulas of group membership.' 0 Al-
though many of the proponents of this principle argue that preferential
treatment for minority groups is only a temporary device for overcom-
ing the effects of previous discrimination, this shift in precepts has long
divided the civil rights movement, which in the early 1960s was unified
behind the principle of equality of individual opportunity. However,
neither programs based on equality of individual opportunity nor those
organized in terms of preferential group treatment are sufficient to ad-
dress the problems of truly disadvantaged minority group members.
Let us consider, first of all, the principle of equality of individual
rights which dominated the early phases of the civil rights movement.
At mid-twentieth century, liberal black and white leaders of the move-
ment for racial equality agreed that the conditions of racial and ethnic
minorities could best be improved by an appeal to the conscience of
white Americans to uphold the American creed of egalitarianism and
democracy. These leaders directed their efforts to eliminating Jim Crow
(April 18, 1984) (paper presented at the University of Chicago, sponsored by the Center for
the Study of Industrial Societies and the John M. Olin Center, Chicago, Illinois).





segregation statutes through Supreme Court litigation, to pressing for
national legislation to outlaw discrimination in employment and hous-
ing, and to breaking down the extralegal obstacles to black voting in the
South.1 I
It was assumed that the government could best protect the rights of
individual members of minority groups not by formally bestowing re-
wards and punishments based on racial or ethnic categories, but by us-
ing antidiscrimination legislation to enhance individual freedom of
choice in education, employment, voting and public accommodations.
The individual, therefore, was "the unit of attribution for equity consid-
eration,"1 2 and the ultimate goal was to reward each citizen based on his
or her merits and accomplishments. In short, equality of opportunity
meant equality for citizens.
Thus, from the 1950s to 1970, emphasis was on the equality of indi-
vidual opportunity, or freedom of choice; the approved role of govern-
ment was to ensure that people were not formally categorized on the
basis of race. Antidiscrimination legislation was designed to eliminate
racial bias without considering the actual percentage of minorities in
certain positions. These actions upheld the underlying principle of
equality of individual rights, namely that candidates for positions strati-
fied in terms of prestige or other social criteria should be judged solely
on individual merit and therefore ought not be discriminated against on
the basis of race or ethnic origin.
It would be ideal if programs based on this principle were sufficient to
address problems of inequality in our society because they are consistent
with the prevailing ideals of democracy and freedom of choice, do not
call for major sacrifices on the part of the larger population, and are not
perceived as benefitting certain groups at the expense of others. The
"old" goals of the civil rights movement, in other words, were more in
keeping with "traditional" American values, and thus more politically
acceptable than the "new" goals of equal opportunity for groups
through a system of collective racial and ethnic entitlements. However,
programs based solely on the principle of equality of individual oppor-
tunity are inadequate to address the complex problems of group ine-
quality in America.
More specifically, as James Fishkin appropriately points out, this
principle does not address the substantive inequality that exists at the
11. Gordon, Toward a General Theog of Racial and Ethnic Group Relations, in ETHNICITY:
THEORY AND EXPERIENCE 84 (N. Glazer and D. Moynihan eds. 1975).
12. Gordon, supra note 10.
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time the bias is removed.' 3 In other words, centuries or even decades of
racial subjugation can result in a system of racial inequality that may
linger on for indefinite periods of time after racial barriers are elimi-
nated. This is because the most disadvantaged minority members, who
have been crippled or victimized by the cumulative effects of both race
and class subordination (including those effects passed on from genera-
tion to generation), are disproportionately represented among that seg-
ment of the total population which lacks the resources to compete
effectively in a free and open market. The black columnist William
Raspberry recognized this problem when he stated:
There are some blacks for whom it is enough to remove the artificial barri-
ers of race. After that, their entry into the American mainstream is virtu-
ally automatic. There are others for whom hardly anything would change
if, by some magical stroke, racism disappeared from America. Everyone
knows this of course. And yet hardly anyone is willing to say it. And
because we don't say it, we wind up confused about how to deal with the
explosive problems confronting the American society, confused about what
the problem really is. 14
It is important to recognize that in modern industrial society the re-
moval of racial barriers creates the greatest opportunities for the better
trained, talented, and educated segments of the minority population-
those who have been crippled the least by the weight of past discrimina-
tion. This is because they possess the resources that allow them to com-
pete freely with dominant group members for valued positions. In this
connection, as Leroy D. Clark and Judy Trent Ellis have noted, there
must be a recognition that civil rights legislation can only benefit those in a
position to take advantage of it. To the extent that some members of mi-
nority groups have been denied education and certain work experience,
they will be able to compete for only a limited number of jobs. Certain
disabilities traceable in general to racism may deprive some minority
members of the qualifications for particular jobs. Title VII, however, pro-
tects only against arbitrary use of race or its equivalents as barrier to work;
it does not assure one of employment or promotion if legitimate qualifica-
tions are lacking.' 5
In short, the competitive resources developed by the advantaged mi-
nority members-resources that are the direct result of the income,
schooling, family stability, and peer groups that their parents have been
able to provide-result in their benefitting disproportionately from poli-
13. lam indebted to James S. Fishkin's stimulating book, JUSTICE, EQUAL OPPORTUNITY
AND THE FAMILY (1983).
14. Raspberry, The Illusion of Black Progress, Wash. Post, May 28, 1980, at A19, col. 1.
15. Clark & Ellis, A.nmative Action in Recessionary Periods: The Legal Structure, ADHERENT: A
JOURNAL OF COMPREHENSIVE EMPLOYMENT TRAINING AND HUMAN RESOURCES DEVEL-




cies that promote the rights of minority 'ndvtduals, policies that remove
artificial barriers and thereby enable individuals to compete freely and
openly for the more desirable and prestigious positions in American
society.
However, since 1970 government policy has tended to focus on the
equitable distribution of group rights, so that people have been formally
categorized or recognized on the basis of race or ethnicity. Formal pro-
grams have been designed and created not only to prevent discrimina-
tion, but also to ensure that minorities are adequately represented in
certain positions. Thus emphasis has shifted from equality of opportu-
nity, stressing individual rights, to equality of condition, emphasizing
group rights. Between the mid-1950s and 1970, the elimination of ex-
isting discrimination was the sole concern of liberal policymakers; since
1970, however, serious attention has also been given to negating the ef-
fects of past discrimination. This has resulted in a move from the simple
investigation and adjudication of complaints of racial discrimination by
fair employment practices commissions and civil rights commissions to
government-mandated affirmative action programs designed to ensure
minority representation in employment, in public programs and in
education. 16
Nonetheless, if the more advantaged minority members profit dispro-
portionately from policies built on the principle of equality of individual
opportunity, they also reap disproportionate benefits from policies of
preferential treatment based solely on their group membership. I say
this because minority individuals from the most advantaged families are
likely to be disproportionately represented among the minority mem-
bers most qualified for preferred positions-such as higher-paying jobs,
college admissions, promotions and so forth. Accordingly, if policies of
preferential treatment for such positions are conceived not in terms of
the actual disadvantages suffered by individuals but rather in terms of
race or ethnic group membership, then these policies will further en-
hance the opportunities of the advantaged without addressing the
problems of the disadvantaged. In other words, programs such as af-
firmative action "can be very effective in increasing the rate of progress
for minorities who are doing reasonably well." 1 7 Special admission pro-
grams that enlarge the number of minorities in law schools and medical
schools, and special programs that increase minority representation in
high level government jobs, in the foreign service, and on university fac-
ulties not only favor minorities from advantaged backgrounds but re-
16. Gordon, supra note 10.
17. Raspberry, supra note 14.
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quire a college education to begin with. To repeat: programs of
preferential treatment applied merely according to racial or ethnic
group membership tend to benefit the relatively advantaged segments of
the designated groups. The truly deprived members may not be helped
by such programs.
It has been argued, however, that group preferential treatment based
on race, although more directly beneficial to advantaged minority mem-
bers, will "trickle down" to the minority poor. Thus, a government pol-
icy favoring minority businesses would ultimately lead to greater
employment opportunities for the black poor. Affirmative action pro-
grams designed to increase the number of blacks in medical schools
would thus ultimately result in improved medical care for low-income
blacks. Indeed, these programs are often justified on the ground that
they would improve the black poor's chances in life. "The question
should be raised though as to how the black poor are to be benefitted by
the policy actions extracted from the system in their name," observes
Glenn Loury.
The evidence of which I am aware suggests that, for many of the most
hotly contested public policies advocated by black spokesmen, not much of
the benefit 'trickles down' to the black poor. There is no study, of which I
am aware, supporting the claim that set-asides for minority businesses have
led to a significant increase in the level of employment among lower class
blacks. 18
But what about the argument, often heard during the heated debate
over the Bakke decision, that increasing the percentage of blacks in medi-
cal schools will result in improvements in medical care for lower-income
blacks? Although there is virtually no definitive research on this ques-
tion, I believe that we would not improve the health of the ghetto un-
derclass, in either the long or the short run, even if we tripled the
number of black physicians in our large central cities.
This is not to say that a sharp increase in the number of black physi-
cians would have no impact in the black community. Blacks who can
afford to pay for adequate medical care would certainly have more
black physicians to choose from, and poor blacks would undoubtedly
witness the opening of more clinics, staffed by black physicians, in their
neighborhoods. But the ultimate determinant of black access to medical
care is not the supply of black physicians, even if an overwhelming ma-
jority choose to practice in the black community,' 9 but the availability
18. Loury, supra note 9, at 14.
19. There is a question as to whether black physicians actually prefer to practice medicine
within the black community, especially the poor black community. It is reasonable to assume




of programs such as Medicaid, Medicare, National Health Insurance, or
other benefits designed, regardless of race, to give people who lack eco-
nomic resources access to expensive medical care. There are plenty of
doctors for those who can afford them.
If truly disadvantaged minority members are not significantly helped
by programs of racial group preferential treatment, often gleaned from
the system in their name, poor whites are altogether excluded from such
programs despite the fact that they are, in objective terms, more disad-
vantaged than the more privileged minority members who have reaped
the greatest benefits from "reverse discrimination." As some observers
have argued in considering the application of affirmative action to col-
lege admission procedures, since most poor people in the United States
are white, and since most members of American minority groups are not
poor, we can expect programs of reverse discrimination to place rela-
tively affluent minority members ahead of poor whites who are actually
more disadvantaged in terms of competitive resources. 20
However, there does exist a third liberal philosophy concerned with
equality and social justice-namely the principle of equality of life
chances. According to this principle, if we can predict with a high de-
gree of accuracy where individuals will end up in the competition for
preferred positions in society merely by knowing their race, ethnicity,
sex, or family background, then the conditions that shaped their exper-
iences, talents, and motivations must be exceedingly unequal. To use an
example of this assumption from James Fishkin, "I should not be able to
enter a hospital ward of healthy newborn babies and, on the basis of
class, race, sex, or other arbitrary native characteristics, predict the
eventual positions in society of those children."' 2' In other words, it is
unfair that some individuals "are given every conceivable advantage
while others never really have a chance, in the first place, to develop
practice providing the greatest financial and professional rewards. Accordingly, the more
opportunities a black physician has to practice in attractive areas, the less likely that he or she
will choose to serve poor blacks.
Of course, racial barriers have restricted the movements of many black physicians. It is
ironic that the removal of racial barriers would result in a decrease in the percentage of the
most qualified black physicians practicing medicine in the black community.
20. Fishkin & Posner, The Defunis Case and the Constitutionality of Preferential Treatment of
Racial Minorities, 1974 Sup. CT. REV. 1.
Of course, this says nothing about the stigma attached to affirmative action programs and
the inevitable psychological costs that stigma entails. Indeed, some individuals automatically
attribute the very presence of a minority student in a college classroom to affirmative action
regardless of the student's qualifications. Moreover, many minorities experience feelings of
low self-esteem on predominantly white campuses because they are associated with affirma-
tive action programs and are therefore stigmatized-or feel that they are stigmatized-as
"inferior" to those students admitted through regular admissions channels.
21. FISHKIN, supra note 13, at 4.
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their talents."'22
Proponents of equality of life chances recognize that not only do those
from higher social strata have greater life chances or more-than-equal
opportunities, but that "they also have greater than equal influence on
the political process and greater than equal consideration from the
health care and legal systems."' 23 The major factor that distinguishes the
principle of equality of life chances from the principles of equality of
individual opportunity and equality of group opportunity is the recogni-
tion that the problems of truly disadvantaged individuals-class back-
ground, low income, a broken home, inadequate housing, poor
education, or cultural or linguistic differences-may not be clearly re-
lated to the issue of previous discrimination. Nevertheless, "children
growing up in homes affected by these disadvantages may be deprived
an equal life chance because their environments effectively inhibit the
development of their talents or aspirations. '24
Accordingly, programs based on this principle would not be restric-
tively applied to members of certain racial or ethnic groups but would
be targeted to truly disadvantaged individuals regardless of their race or
ethnicity. Thus, whereas poor whites are ignored in programs of reverse
discrimination based on the desire to overcome the effects of past dis-
crimination, they would be targeted along with the truly disadvantaged
minorities for preferential treatment under programs to equalize life
chances by overcoming present class disadvantages.
Under the principle of equality of life chances, efforts to correct fam-
ily background disadvantages through such programs as income redis-
tribution, compensatory job training, compensatory schooling, special
medical services and the like would not "require any reference to past
discrimination as the basis for justification. '25 All that would be re-
quired is that the individuals targeted for preferred treatment be objec-
tively classified as disadvantaged in terms of the competitive resources
associated with their economic-class background.
Ironically, the shift from preferential treatment for those with certain
racial or ethnic characteristics to those who are truly disadvantaged in
terms of their life chances would not only help the white poor, but
would also address more effectively the problems of the minority poor.
If the life chances of the ghetto underclass are largely untouched by
programs of preferential treatment based on race, the gap between the
22. Id. at 5.





"haves" and the "have nots" in the black community will widen, and
the disproportionate concentration of blacks within the most impover-
ished segments of our population will remain. As Fishkin appropriately
points out, programs based on the principle of equality of life chances
would prevent the mistargeting of benefits to those who are already rela-
tively affluent. 26
II. Targeted Programs and the Problems of Political Support
Despite the emphasis placed on helping disadvantaged members of
minority groups through programs based on the principle of equality of
individual opportunity and those based on the principle of equality of
group opportunity (as brought out in the previous section), only pro-
grams based on the principle of equality of life chances are capable of
substantially helping the truly disadvantaged. Nonetheless, even these,
however comprehensive and however carefully constructed, may not
represent the most efficacious or viable way to lift the truly disadvan-
taged from the depths of poverty today.
An important consideration in assessing public programs targeted at
particular groups (whether these groups are defined in terms of race, or
ethnicity, or class) is the degree of political support those programs re-
ceive, especially when the national economy is in a period of little
growth, no growth, or decline. Under such economic conditions, the
more that public programs are perceived by members of the wider soci-
ety as benefitting only certain groups, the less support those programs
receive. I would like to deal with the implications of this argument by
briefly contrasting the institutionalization of the programs that ema-
nated from the New Deal legislation of the Roosevelt Administration
with the demise of the Great Society programs of the Johnson Adminis-
tration-bearing in mind that Johnson's Great Society program was the
most ambitious effort in our nation's history to implement the principle
of equality of life chances.
In 1932, Franklin D. Roosevelt received a popular mandate to attack
the catastrophic economic problems created by the Depression. He then
launched a series of programs-such as social security and unemploy-
ment compensation-designed to protect all citizens against sudden im-
poverishment. One of these was Aid to Families with Dependent
Children, the current symbol of income-tested public welfare programs.
AFDC, however, was conceived not as a permanent alternative to work-
ing but as a temporary means of support for families that were, at the
time they applied for aid, clearly unemployable. Indeed, the "safety
26. Id.
283
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net" of Roosevelt's New Deal emphatically included the creation of
public works projects designed to forestall the formation of a permanent
welfare class. It was not necessary to satisfy a means test to work in
these projects; the only requirement was that the applicant be unem-
ployed, want a job, and be able to work. Furthermore, no one was de-
nied eligibility for these jobs as a result of being either overskilled or
underskilled; the programs attempted to match jobs with individual
abilities.27
Thus, jobs for able individuals, social security, and unemployment
compensation for the unemployed were to provide a modicum of secur-
ity to all. Economic security was not tied to the dole. By contrast,
nearly all of the Great Society's programs were tied to the dole. Job
training, legal aid, and Medicaid levied income tests. In effect, one had
to be on welfare to be eligible. Unlike the New Deal programs, the
Great Society programs were modeled on the English poor laws. Al-
though these programs improved the life chances of many of their recip-
ients-because job-training programs enabled many long-term welfare
recipients to find their first jobs, Medicaid enabled many to receive de-
cent medical care for the first time, and legal aid gave many access to
capable lawyers-they were increasingly perceived in narrow terms as
programs for poor blacks. In the cities, especially, the Great Society
programs established what amounted to separate legal and medical sys-
tems-one public and predominantly black, the other private and
predominantly white. The real problem, however, was that the taxpay-
ers were required to pay for legal and medical services that were pro-
vided to welfare recipients but not to them-services that many
taxpayers could not afford to buy for themselves. In other words, this
system amounted to taxation to pay for programs that were perceived to
benefit mostly minorities, programs that excluded taxpayers perceived
to be mostly white. 28 Thus, these programs were cut back or phased out
during the recent periods of recession and economic stagnation because
they could not sustain sufficient political support.2 9
From the New Deal to the 1970s, the Democrats were able to combine
27. See Cohen, Reagan's New Deal, N.Y. Times, Aug. 19, 1981, at A23, col. 1.
28. Id.
29. A number of political activists have argued against considering seriously potential
political resistance on the grounds that it is better to press for the adoption of certain pro-
grams even when it is clear that they are doomed to failure than to bow to political pressures.
But it is one thing to ignore political realities because certain programs are noble; it is quite
another thing to channel scarce energy into programs that could have significant long-term
payoffs for the truly disadvantaged. The question is not the abandonment of noble programs
because of political realities, but the shaping of those programs so that they can achieve noble




Keynesian economics and prosperity for the middle-class with social
welfare programs and pressures for integrating the poor and minorities
into the mainstream of American economic life. The MIT economist
Lester Thurow reminds us that:
In periods of great economic progress when [the incomes of the middle
classes] are rising rapidly, they are willing to share some of their income
and jobs with those less fortunately situated than themselves, but they are
not willing to reduce their real standard of living to help either minorities
or the poor.30
In the face of hard economic times, President Reagan was able to
persuade the middle classes that the drop in their living standards was
attributable to the poor (and, implicitly, minorities), and that he could
restore those standards with sweeping tax and budget cuts. In short, the
New Deal coalition collapsed when Reagan was elected. In 1980, the
only groups that did not leave the Democratic party in significant num-
bers were blacks, Hispanics and the poor-groups that constitute only a
quarter of the American population, hardly enough to win a national
election3a and certainly not enough to sustain noble programs, incor-
rectly perceived as benefitting only the minority poor, based on the prin-
ciple of equality of life chances. What is interesting, however, is that the
Administration has shown far less willingness to cut significantly the
much more expensive universal programs such as Social Security and
Medicare, programs that are not income tested and therefore are avail-
able to people across class lines. In this connection, one of the reasons
why Western European social welfare programs enjoy wide political
support (especially in countries such as the Federal Republic of Ger-
many, France, Austria, Sweden, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Nor-
way) is that they tend to be universal-applied across class and
racial/ethnic lines-and therefore are not seen as being targeted for nar-
row class- or racially-identifiable segments of the population.32
I am convinced that, in the last two decades of the twentieth century,
the problems of the truly disadvantaged in the United States will have
to be attacked primarily through universal programs that enjoy the sup-
port and commitment of a broad constituency. Under this approach,
targeted programs (whether based on the principle of equality of group
opportunity or that of equality of life chances) would not necessarily be
eliminated, but would rather be de-emphasized-considered only as an
offshoot of and indeed secondary to the universal programs. The hidden
30. Thurow, Recession Plus Inflation Spells Stats, CHRISTIANITY AND CRISIS 91-92 (1981).
31. Id.
32. See Kamerman & Kahn, Europe's Innovative Family Policies, 2 TRANSATLANTIC PER-
SPECTIVES 9-12 (1980).
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agenda is to improve the life chances of groups such as the ghetto under-
class by emphasizing programs that the more advantaged groups of all
races can positively relate to.
In the final section of this paper, I would like to amplify and support
this position by focusing on what I consider to be one of the most impor-
tant universal programs of equality-an economic policy to address the
problems of American economic organization.
III. The Case for a Universal Program
I believe that many of the problems that plague the truly disadvan-
taged minorities in American society can be alleviated by a program of
economic reform characterized by rational government involvement in
the economy. 33 I have in mind a general economic policy that would
involve long-term planning to promote both economic growth and sus-
tained full employment, not only in higher income areas but in areas
where the poor are concentrated as well. Such a policy would be desig-
nated to promote wage and price stability, favorable employment condi-
tions, and the development and integration of manpower training
programs with educational programs. As I see it, the questions usually
ignored when adhoc strategies to promote employment are discussed and
proposed-questions such as the relative impact of proposed strategies
on labor markets in different areas of the country; the type, variety, and
volume of jobs to be generated; the extent to which residents in low-
income neighborhoods will have access to these jobs; the quality of these
jobs in terms of stability and pay; the extent to which proposed strate-
gies enhance the employment opportunities of both new entrants into
the labor market and the currently unemployed; and whether the bene-
fits from economic development and employment provide reasonable re-
turns on public investment should be systematically addressed. 34
Although the basic features of such a program are designed to benefit
all segments of society, I believe that the groups which have been
plagued by severe problems of economic dislocation, such as the ghetto
underclass, would be helped the most. I say this because the low-income
33. Many have argued for governmental involvement in economic reform without stipu-
lating the need for "rational" intervention, i.e., systematic long-term planning. Most current
planning, whether undertaken by the executive, by Congress, or by the Federal Reserve, looks
no farther than the next election. The results speak for themselves.
34. My recommendation for a general economic policy was originally developed as part
of a policy statement on social justice issued by black scholars and leaders (A POLICY FRAME-
WORK FOR RACIAL JUSTICE (1983)), and was further elaborated in testimony that I gave on
industrial policy and the concerns of minorities before the Subcommittee on Economic Stabi-
lization of the Committee on Banking, Finance and Urban Affairs, House of Representatives,




minority community is disadvantaged not simply by cyclical economic
stagnation but by profound structural economic changes. The widely
heralded shift from goods-producing to service-producing industries is
polarizing the labor market into high-wage and low-wage sectors. Tech-
nological innovations in industry are affecting the number and types of
jobs available. Manufacturing industries are relocating from the central
city to the suburbs, to other parts of the country, and even to foreign
countries. While these changes adversely affect segments of the poor
and working classes in general, they have been especially devastating for
low-income blacks and other minorities because these groups are con-
centrated in the central areas which have been hardest hit by economic
dislocation. This is seen most dramatically in the nation's largest central
cities: during the 1970s, Chicago lost more than 200,000 jobs, mostly in
the manufacturing sector where many inner-city minorities have tradi-
tionally found employment. New York City lost 600,000 jobs during
this period, even though the number of white-collar managerial, profes-
sional, and clerical jobs in Manhattan increased. Today, the nation's
cities are being transformed into "centers of administration, information
exchange, and service provision. '35 As a result, finding a decent-paying
job now requires more than a strong back and a willing spirit.
Accordingly, those who argue that the deteriorating economic plight
of the truly disadvantaged minorities can be satisfactorily addressed
simply by confronting the problems of current racial bias fail to recog-
nize how the fate of these minorities is inextricably connected with the
structure and function of the modern American economy. The net ef-
fect is the recommendation of programs that do not confront the funda-
mental causes of poverty, underemployment, and unemployment. In
other words, policies that do not take into account the changing nature
of the national economy-including its rate of growth and the nature of
its variable demand for labor; the factors that affect industrial employ-
ment, such a profit rates, technology, and unionization; and patterns of
institutional and individual migration that are a result of industrial
transformation and shifts-will not effectively handle the economic dis-
location of low-income minorities.
But it is not only disadvantaged minorities who would benefit from a
program of economic reform designed to promote full employment and
balanced economic growth. Even the trained, talented, and educated
minorities could not really benefit from the removal of racial barriers if
35. Kasarda, Deindustrialization and the Future of American Cities 2 (May 1982) (paper
delivered at the University of Chicago, Symposium honoring Morris Janowitz, Chicago,
Illinois).
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the economy lacked sufficient positions to absorb either them or any
new entrants into higher-paying or valued positions. In other words,
deracialization, or the removal of racial barriers, has far greater mean-
ing when positions are available or become available to enhance social
mobility. Indeed, the significant movement of blacks into higher-paying
manufacturing positions from 1940 to the 1960s had much more to do
with fairly even and steady economic growth in the manufacturing sec-
tor than to equal employment legislation. It is noteworthy, however,
that the uneven economic growth since the latter half of the 1960s re-
sulted in a much more rapid rate of social mobility for trained and edu-
cated blacks than for the untrained and uneducated. While de-
industrialization was subjecting the latter to the gradual reduction of
the more desirable blue-collar positions into which workers can enter
without special skills or higher education, the former, that is, trained
and educated blacks, were experiencing increasing job opportunities in
the expanding corporate and government sectors. 3
6
Thus, the necessary factor for minority mobility is the availability of
positions. For example, affirmative action programs have had little im-
pact in a slack labor market, where the labor supply is greater than the
labor demand. This has been the case with higher-paying blue collar
positions in which employment opportunities for lesser-trained and ex-
perienced blacks remain restricted due to increases in plant closings, la-
bor.saving technology, and the efforts of unions to protect remaining
jobs. On the other hand, the impact of antibias programs to enhance
minority jobs tends to be greater in a tight labor market. This argument
should come as no surprise. 37
In a tight labor market, job vacancies are numerous, unemployment
is of short duration, and wages are higher. Moreover, the labor force
becomes larger because increased job opportunities not only reduce un-
employment but also draw into the labor force those workers who, in
periods when the labor market is slack, respond to fading job prospects
by dropping out of the labor force altogether. Thus, the status of minor-
ity workers improves in a tight labor market because unemployment is
reduced and better jobs are available.
Affirmative action and other antibias programs are accordingly more
successful in tight labor markets than in slack ones. Not only are there
sufficient positions for many qualified workers, but also employers faced
with a labor shortage are not as resistant to affirmative action. Further-
36. See W. WILSON, THE DECLINING SIGNIFICANCE OF RACE (2d ed. 1980).
37. In developing the arguments that follow, I have nefitted from Tobin, On Improving the




more, in a favorable economic climate, those who support affirmative
action are encouraged to push such programs because they perceive
greater chances for success. Finally, non-minority employees are less
likely to oppose affirmative action when there are sufficient jobs avail-
able because they are less likely to see minorities as a threat to their own
employment.
In a slack labor market, on the other hand, employers tend to be more
selective in recruiting and in promoting; they can afford to demand
greater experience, skill, and education than a job actually requires.
They are thus more resistant to affirmative action pressures. And the
longer the labor market is slack, the less pressure they receive from sup-
porters of affirmative action who become increasingly discouraged in
the face of shrinking resources. The situation is exacerbated by in-
creased hostility to affirmative action by dominant group workers who
fear the loss of their own jobs to minority competition. In short, the
success of affirmative action and other antidiscrimination programs is in
no small measure related to the state of the economy.
Thus, unlike programs based on equality of individual opportunity
and equality of group opportunity, a universal program of economic
reform would benefit both advantaged and disadvantaged minority
members as well as non-minority groups, including women.
However, to embrace the idea of a universal program of reform does
not mean a shift in focus away from the current suffering of racial mi-
norities. Many of their problems, especially those of the truly disadvan-
taged among them, call for immediate attention and therefore cannot
wait for the launching of long-term programs. Short-term programs
consistent with the principle of equality of life chances (such as man-
power job training and education for the disadvantaged, and public
assistance) are needed now. But such programs are hardly a solution to
the current woes of groups such as the ghetto underclass. Although they
provide some short-term relief, these programs do not address problems
of societal organization, including economic organization (e.g., plant
closings and layoffs due to deindustrialization), that impact heavily on
disadvantaged groups in society. Moreover, as I have tried to show in
the previous section, without a tight labor market or a full employment
situation the very survival of targeted programs for low-income groups is
threatened. To repeat: income-tested programs are much less likely to
be introduced or to receive continuing support in a stagnant economy.
Although sustained full employment and balanced economic growth
would ultimately render targeted programs for the able-bodied superflu-
289
Yale Law & Policy Review
ous, they would create the economic climate to help preserve such pro-
grams when they are needed in the short run.
Moreover, without full employment it is much more difficult to shift
from income-tested and stigmatized public assistance programs to the
kinds of universal programs of social welfare (for example, family al-
lowances) found in western European democracies. Universal welfare
programs, usually tied to employment and labor market policies, de-
pend on conditions approximating full employment so that workers can
combine their income from transfers with income from employment,
maximize tax revenues, and thereby reduce the strain on the welfare
budget inflated by the broad coverage of transfer payments.
In short, to speak of the need for long-term economic reform in the
United States is not to disregard the need for short-term targeted pro-
grams for the disadvantaged. Rather, it is to recognize that the more
effective the universal program of reform, the less that targeted pro-
grams are required.
In the final analysis, the question of reform is a political one. Accord-
ingly, if the issues are couched in terms of promoting economic security
for all Americans, if the essential political message underscores the need
for economic and social reform that benefits all groups in society, not
just poor minorities, a basis for generating a broad-based political coali-
tion to achieve such reform would be created. Minority leaders could
play an important role in this coalition once they fully recognize the
need to shift or expand their definition of racial problems in America
and to broaden the scope of suggested policy programs to address them.
This would certainly not mean the abandonment of race-specific poli-
cies that embody either the principle of equality of individual rights or
that of group rights. It would simply mean that such programs are no
longer central to advancing the cause of minorities, especially the cause
of the truly disadvantaged such as the ghetto under-class.
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